Memorandum

TO: Ravalli County Planning Department
FROM: Kylie Paul, Land Use Clinic, University of Montana School of Law
DATE: May 20, 2007
RE: Highway 93 S Corridor: Supporting Document for Sample Wildlife Crossing
Overlay District
OVERVIEW

Human development can have many negative effects on wildlife, both at an individual and
population level. Ravalli County and its citizens value wildlife (Ravalli County Growth Policy
Countywide Policy 5.1), and providing protection of land approaching wildlife crossing
structures and maintaining wildlife corridors would help to reduce negative effects of
development on wildlife. Principles supported by the Proposed Wildlife Crossing Overlay
District are listed below. Understanding the biological background behind these principles is
important, and a brief overview has been provided. This is not intended to act as a summary
and/or synthesis of the relevant science; it is simply an overview. A short list of suggested
further readings is also provided.

PRINCIPLES

Principle 1: Maintain wildlife movement through the region’s corridors

Scientific Rationale for Principle 1

e Most species make daily, seasonal (migrations), or once-in-a-lifetime travel movements from
one habitat or type of habitat to another, for breeding, feeding, and refuge.

e Connection between these habitats is critical. The viability of local populations may rely on
these movements.

e Development may fragment habitat and cut off these movements, making large areas of
habitat inaccessible.

e This fragmentation may isolate nearby populations of a species, which makes them
vulnerable to localized and eventually regional extirpation, as their population sizes may
reduce, they may become more vulnerable to disease, and their genetic pool may be reduced.

e Movements may be maintained or enhanced through protection of corridors. The importance
of corridors and routes for dispersion is amplified in developed or fragmented landscapes
because alternative overland travel routes are often unavailable, discontinuous, or life
endangering. Corridors that facilitate wildlife movement help maintain the health of species’
gene pools and prevent isolation and possible extirpation of subpopulations.

Principle 2: For buffers and setbacks, follow riparian areas when available or related
vegetated regions (gullies, etc) when available
Scientific Rational for Principle 2
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e Most wildlife species, particularly those sensitive to human activity, move along vegetated
habitats such as riparian areas more than open areas.

e Riparian corridors support a disproportionately large amount of biodiversity compared to
other landscape elements.

e By virtue of their protective cover and connectivity throughout watersheds, riparian areas
function as wildlife travel corridors, enabling movement of wildlife between habitat patches.

Principle 3: Facilitate wildlife movement through wildlife crossing structures

Scientific Rationale for Principle 3

e Particularly when combined with wildlife fencing that funnels wildlife into them, wildlife
crossing structures reduce road-kill and allow safe movement from one side of a road to
another.

e Large, medium, and small animals have been documented, by studies in many states and
countries, using wildlife crossing structures. These range from grizzly bears and mountain
lions to endangered turtles and frogs.

Principle 4: Facilitate wildlife movement through crossing structures by protecting the

land approaching the crossing structures

Scientific Rationale for Principle 4

e Numerous biologists have noted the importance of protecting habitat on both sides of
highways in the vicinity of wildlife crossing structures.

e Crossing structures will only be as effective as the land and resource management strategies
around them. Site-level impacts from development and high levels of human activity near
crossing structures will decrease habitat quality and likely disrupt animal movements.
Similarly, alteration of landscape elements at a broader regional-scale could impede or
obstruct movements towards the structures, preventing animals from using them entirely,
thus rendering them ineffective.

Principle 5: Maintain no-disturbance buffers for areas approaching wildlife crossing

structures

Scientific Rationale for Principle 5

e Some species may require specific natural elements for their survival, and it may be
necessary to incorporate those elements into corridor design. Given the potential importance
of habitat type and quality, a corridor should incorporate and maintain intact natural habitat
when possible.

e Human use of wildlife crossing structures is considered to have a negative effect on the use
of the structure by wildlife.

e Human activity/disturbance near the crossing structure can be a deterrent to its use by
wildlife.

e Use of crossing structures has been found to increase with increased natural habitat. The
presence of tree and shrub cover that can be provided by riparian areas or other
vegetated areas is considered determinant for the use of crossing structures by many
species. The presence of cover on the approaches to wildlife crossing structures, in
the form of vegetation, rocks and logs, may enhance use by a variety of small, mid-
sized, and large mammals

BUFFER DISTANCES
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The distance selected in the sample overlay was derived from needs of various species pooled
from wildlife corridor and riparian literature, the suggestions of several wildlife biologists, and
examples of habitat protection ordinances/regulations from the region. Several of the ordinances
suggested very large buffers for wildlife corridors (i.e. 1/4 mile). The goal of the selected width
is to obtain a multi-species assemblage for wildlife movement. A list of examples of studies
with varying suggested buffer widths is provided below. The small mammal wildlife crossings
have a different buffer approach, given that these structures were intended to connect small
habitats, mainly to link drainages, so the buffer boundaries surround those habitat features.

Table 1. Examples of studies suggesting widths of buffers

Perpendicular Function Source
distance from
stream in feet
(meters)
328 ft to .62 Long-term functioning of corridor and general Hilty et al. 2006
mile (100-1000) metapopulation persistence
328 (100) Recommended buffer for large mammals Jones et al. 1988
200 (61) Deer and elk cover Mudd 1975
200 (61) Deer and elk- distance hiding cover needed at 90% Mudd 1975
vegetative cover
636 (191) Average distance from foot traffic that elicited a Freddy et al.
locomotor avoidance response in mule deer 1986
328 (100) Minimum width for cougar movement for a Beier 1995
1312 (400) corridor less than 2624 feet long
Minimum width for cougar movement for a
corridor over .62 mile long
328 (100) Vegetation within this distance used by red fox Small 1982
and marten as travel corridors and habitat
328 (100) Mink dens/cover/forage Melquist et al.
1981, Allen 1986
300 (91) Needed on each side of stream to provide a 600 ft Freel 1991
travel corridor in mature uncut basins for fisher or
a travel corridor between clearcuts for marten
220 (67) No small mammal species lost Cross 1985
220-305 (67-93) Recommended buffer for small mammals Jones et al. 1988
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